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Advent 4 • Romans 16:25–27 • December 21, 2014

On the final Sunday of Advent, just a few days before the glorious celebration of
Christmas, these three verses at the end of the Epistle to the Romans are full of homiletical possibility. In just a few days, the people of God will join in countless hymns
which all use the word “glory” (“Angels from the Realms of Glory,” “Angels We Have
Heard on High,” “Hark the Herald Angels Sing,” “Joy to the World,” “O Come All
Ye Faithful,” and others). A preacher might prepare his people to sing these hymns by
unpacking one of the earliest hymns of glory, the “doxology” at the end of Romans.
The words of Romans 16:25–27 read like a hymn and are thought by many
scholars to be from the liturgy of the earliest Christians. One scholar points out, “The
style of the doxology is elaborate. Three prepositional phrases depend on the infinitive
στηρίξαι; three participles in apposition qualify μυστηρίου; two prepositional phrases
illuminate φανερωθέντος and two amplify γνωρισθέντος. There are three indirect
objects including one relative. There is one dative of time. δια appears twice, κατα
three times, and εις three times. No finite verb is expressed. All of this occurs within
just over fifty words.”1 In addition to the style of language, there is another reason to
think of these three verses in their liturgical setting. Martin Franzmann notes in his
commentary, “The picture of an early Christian service of worship shimmers through
verses 16–20. The assembled congregation has heard Paul’s apostolic Word; the service
of the Word is concluded, and the solemn celebration of the Lord’s Supper is about
to begin. The church marks and expresses its solidarity in the Lord by the exchange of
the holy kiss.”2 Our text, then, becomes a hymn sung right before the Lord’s Supper,
pointing us to what God has done for us in Christ.
With the Greek text in hand, the preacher will notice that these verses are in
brackets. The reason for this is these three verses show up in different places—or not
at all—in a variety of manuscripts of Romans. Some versions of Romans have only
fourteen chapters and therefore have our pericope following 14:23. Some versions
have our pericope at the end of both chapters 14 and 16. Other manuscripts omit the
pericope altogether. Of course the Textus Receptus have our pericope as 16:25–27.
Though there has been plenty of scholarly discussion in recent years regarding this
phenomenon, the Sunday sermon will probably not need to wade into these difficulties.
The verses certainly contain plenty of echoes of the main theological emphases of the
Epistle to the Romans. Note especially the echoes in the early verses of the first chapter and in 15:1–13. The doxology in 11:36 seems to glorify God for his plan to save all
Israel. The doxology in 16:25–27 would then be a counterpart for Gentile salvation.3
While the preacher might utilize a number of different sermon structures, the following main points of the text should come through clearly. God is able to strengthen
and establish his people through the Scriptures. Paul drives this point home throughout
his epistle from Romans 1:16 to Romans 15:4 and many places in between. God is able
to do this because the “prophetic writings” and Paul’s own gospel are all centered in
Jesus Christ. He is the mystery which was “kept secret” until that “O Holy Night” in
Bethlehem. In Paul’s day, throughout the last two thousand years, and even up to this
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very day, God’s command is being fulfilled and people are being saved through Christ
and through the Scriptures that testify to him. The purpose of the sermon will be to prepare God’s people to sing the Gloria with the angels on Christmas Eve!
Ben Haupt
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Christmas 1 • Galatians 4:4–7 • December 28, 2014

The celebration of Christmas begins, in stores and media, months before
December 25. Advent has led up to the church’s celebrations of Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day. Now, three days later, the season of Christmas continues. But what
is left to say? What is left now that the children’s program has brought the trip to the
manger back to life for us? What is left after once again hearing (and preaching on)
Luke 2 and Matthew 1? The climatic services are over and it’s time to muster up the
energy for preaching on . . . the First Sunday of Christmas.
Ironically, our text gives us too much to preach on in one sermon! Fullness of
time. Sent. Birth. Law. Redemption. Adoption. Spirit. Abba. Inheritance. With so many
metaphors for the gospel and actions by our Triune God the preacher needs to be
selective. At the same time, Paul’s thought progression is so tight and sequential, that to
leave something out disrupts the force of the passage. Hence, this approach follows the
flow of the text, but does so under the dominant metaphor of birth or adoption into a
family. The structure begins with the human family into which we are born, and moves
the hearers into the adopted family made possible by Jesus’s birth into the human family. The goal is that hearers will believe more firmly that they have been adopted into
God’s family.
Born into One Family; Adopted into Another1
I began with the quip “You can pick your friends but you are stuck with your
family.” We are born into our families. We don’t pick our parents or other relatives.
We’re stuck in that family. While many happy family moments occur, we also can be
hurt in families. Dysfunctional families can damage the members within them in ways
that are not pretty.
I encouraged the people to think bigger than the immediate family. We are all
born into the human race. We are stuck with the human family. It is a dysfunctional
family and does things to us that are not pretty. I went to Paul’s list of the works of the
flesh (Gal 5:19–21). After reading the list, I focused on three areas:
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